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FRANCIS POULENC 
Concerto in G Minor for Organ, String Orchestra and 

Timpani 

MUSIC OF CESAR FRANCK 

Prelude, Fugue and Variation, Op. 18 © Piéce héroique 
FE. POWER BIGGS, Organ, with RICHARD BURGIN 
conducting the Columbia Symphony Orchestra, Roman E. POWER BIGGS, Organ 

Szulc, Timpani; Joseph De Pasquale, Viola Solo; Samuel 

Mayes, ’Cello Solo 

Poulenc: Concerto in G Minor for Organ, String 

Orchestra and Timpani 

Oldest of all, and for centuries practically the 

only musical instrument, the organ has a pictur- 

esque history and a notable roster of composers 

and players. Nero is said to have been a performer 

on the Greek organ, “Hydraulis,” which utilized 

the weight of water to create air pressure for the 

pipes. Historical records of organs in the Tenth 

Century describe the amazement and awe that 

the sound of these crude instruments held for 

listeners of the Middle Ages. Yet not long after 

this it was on organ keyboards that the advance- 

ment of music from the purely vocal to the instru- 

mental was achieved, and from this beginning a 

great flowering of musical composition evolved 

among a host of classic composers who paved the 

way for the greatest of them all — Johann Sebas- 

tian Bach. 

Partly because of church associations, the organ 

has come to occupy, for some music lovers, a 

position of magnificent isolation, apart from the 

stream of music as a whole. Berlioz described the 

orchestra as the “King of Instruments” and the 

organ as “The Pope” among instruments, with the 

implication (if we may mix Berlioz’ metaphor a 

bit) that never the twain shall meet. History, 

however, belies Berlioz, and today’s listeners again 

enjoy the concerted organ literature of the centu- 

ries, unhampered by any weight of ecclesiastical 

severity. 

The great solo literature of the instrument is 

well-known. Not so familiar to many listeners is 

the long tradition of the organ’s use in concerted 

music with other instruments. As early as 1600 

small portative organs were used in combinations 

with the lyre and harp, with viols, with cornets 

and sackbuts; and Thomas Mace of Trinity Col- 

lege, Cambridge, writing in 1676, describes and 

illustrates a small organ shaped like a table which 
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he had invented for the purpose of playing the 

keyboard part to the “Consort of Viols” peri- 

odically held at his home in Cambridge. 

Not familiar, perhaps, but nevertheless a perfect 

expression of each composer’s genius, are the So- 

natas for Strings and Organ by Corelli, the splen- 

did Organ Concertos of Handel and his English 

competitors Felton, Burgess and Avison; the con- 

certed Sinfonias to the Cantatas of Bach, the 

spirited and witty Organ Sonatas with Orchestra 

that Mozart wrote while organist at Salzburg 

Cathedral. Composition for organ with a solo in- 

strument is typified in a Prelude for Organ and 

Oboe by Bach’s pupil, Homilius—a forgotten 

manuscript discovered by Professor (Emeritus) 

George B. Weston of Harvard, —and by a set of 

Chorale Preludes for Trumpet and Organ by 

Ludwig Krebs. Josef Rheinberger is remembered 

today for his two sonorous and enjoyable organ 

concertos, and even Richard Strauss joined the 

ranks in his Processional for Festival Occasions, 

scored for organ and brass. Many other composers 

have written in concerted form for organ: Weber, 

Guilmant, Widor, Bossi, Casella, Hindemith, 

Harris, Porter, Hanson, Piston and Sowerby, in 

addition to the composer of the present work — 

Francis Poulenc. 

Orchestras do not habitually frequent cathe- 

drals, nor are good organs often found in concert 

halls. The organ-orchestra literature is conse- 

quently not well-known, but the handicaps that 

prevent its frequent enjoyment are fortunately 

removed by the magnificent new organ in Sym- 

phony Hall in Boston, and by the magic of record- 

ings. Composers and public are experiencing a 

renaissance of interest in the organ. Instead of 

being an instrument removed, the organ may be 

once again restored as a medium of expression 

for all creative spirits, and a joy to all people as it 

once was in the days of Bach and Handel. 

RECORDS 

Although the Poulenc Concerto is directed to be 

played without interruption, it actually consists of 

a number of short contrasted movements. 

The natural ease of Poulenc’s writing, devoid 

of affectation, seems well summed up by Rudolph 

Elie’s review in The Boston Herald following the 

performance of the Concerto by E. Power Biggs. 

“It is witty, self-assured, unexpected, urbane, force- 

ful and reposed ...a peculiar assortment of con- 

trary terms to apply, but somehow they seem to 

fit,” wrote Elie who continued, “Needless to say, 

E. Power Biggs gave a magnificent and spirited 

performance.” 

Franck: Prelude, Fugue and Variation, OP. 18; 

Piéce héroique 

Direct in expression, and aptly summed up by 

its title, the Piéce héroique has justly become the 

best known of César Franck’s organ works. There 

are two themes, the first bold and forceful, the 

second quiet and meditative, this latter subject 

being transformed at the end into a majestic 

chorale. Notable features of the work are the 

dramatic and questioning opening, the drum-like 

pedal figure heard against the second theme, and 

the way in which the composer reintroduces the 

first subject, in the left hand, then on the pedals, 

working up to a sonorous climax capped by the 

closing chorale. A particular merit of this fine 

composition is its continuity, a feature not always 

to be found in Franck’s music. 

A “Song without Words” perhaps, and certainly 

a cousin to the Trio Sonatas of Bach, Franck’s 

Prelude is simplicity itself in design. The melody 

has a flowing strength and a welcome freedom 

from chromaticism. Fugues are usually involved 

and on the long side, but this one is lyrical and 

quite short. Franck uses the form in an unusual 

and successful way to create an expressive middle 

movement. This leads to a delightful Variation, 

really a repetition of the Prelude with elaborated 

counterpoint for the left hand. 
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